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Contemporary Catholicism 

Lesson Five—The Dragon’s Tale 

Purgatory and the Saints 

In the Smalcald Articles, Luther dealt with a whole series of abuses that proceeded from the Mass of 

his day. In this lesson, we will look at three areas of Catholic teaching that are related to the Catholic 

concept of the Mass: purgatory, the invocation of the saints, and expressions of popular piety.  

954 The three states of the Church. "When the Lord comes in glory, and all his angels with him, 

death will be no more and all things will be subject to him. But at the present time some of his 

disciples are pilgrims on earth. Others have died and are being purified, while still others are in 

glory, contemplating 'in full light, God himself triune and one, exactly as he is"'. 

All of us, however, in varying degrees and in different ways share in the same charity towards God 

and our neighbours, and we all sing the one hymn of glory to our God. All, indeed, who are of 

Christ and who have his Spirit form one Church and in Christ cleave together. 

 

 1. What “three states of the Church” does the Catholic catechism teach? 

1030 All who die in God's grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured of 

their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness 

necessary to enter the joy of heaven. 

1031 The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely 

different from the punishment of the damned. The Church formulated her doctrine of faith on 

Purgatory especially at the Councils of Florence and Trent. the tradition of the Church, by reference 

to certain texts of Scripture, speaks of a cleansing fire. 

As for certain lesser faults, we must believe that, before the Final Judgment, there is a 

purifying fire. He who is truth says that whoever utters blasphemy against the Holy Spirit 

will be pardoned neither in this age nor in the age to come. From this sentence we 

understand that certain offenses can be forgiven in this age, but certain others in the age to 

come. 

 

 2. Who are those who “die in God’s grace and friendship”? 

 3. What does it mean that they are “imperfectly purified”? How is that different from what the 

Bible teaches? 
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 4. What does the purification give, according to the catechism? 

1472 To understand this doctrine and practice of the Church, it is necessary to understand that sin 

has a double consequence. Grave sin deprives us of communion with God and therefore makes us 

incapable of eternal life, the privation of which is called the "eternal punishment" of sin. On the 

other hand every sin, even venial, entails an unhealthy attachment to creatures, which must be 

purified either here on earth, or after death in the state called Purgatory. This purification frees one 

from what is called the "temporal punishment" of sin. These two punishments must not be 

conceived of as a kind of vengeance inflicted by God from without, but as following from the very 

nature of sin. A conversion which proceeds from a fervent charity can attain the complete 

purification of the sinner in such a way that no punishment would remain. 

 5. According to the catechism, what is being removed in purgatory? 

 6. What temporal punishments does God authorize his true church to use? 

 7. How can a person avoid purgatory altogether, according to this paragraph? 

958 Communion with the dead. "In full consciousness of this communion of the whole Mystical 

Body of Jesus Christ, the Church in its pilgrim members, from the very earliest days of the Christian 

religion, has honored with great respect the memory of the dead; and 'because it is a holy and a 

wholesome thought to pray for the dead that they may be loosed from their sins' she offers her 

suffrages for them." Our prayer for them is capable not only of helping them, but also of making 

their intercession for us effective. 

1371 The Eucharistic sacrifice is also offered for the faithful departed who "have died in Christ but 

are not yet wholly purified," so that they may be able to enter into the light and peace of Christ: 

Put this body anywhere! Don't trouble yourselves about it! I simply ask you to remember me at the 

Lord's altar wherever you are. 

Then, we pray [in the anaphora] for the holy fathers and bishops who have fallen asleep, and in 

general for all who have fallen asleep before us, in the belief that it is a great benefit to the souls on 

whose behalf the supplication is offered, while the holy and tremendous Victim is present.... By 

offering to God our supplications for those who have fallen asleep, if they have sinned, we . . . offer 

Christ sacrificed for the sins of all, and so render favorable, for them and for us, the God who loves 

man. 
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1479 Since the faithful departed now being purified are also members of the same communion of 

saints, one way we can help them is to obtain indulgences for them, so that the temporal 

punishments due for their sins may be remitted. 

 8. According to the catechism, what are some of the ways we can help the believers in purgatory? 

956 The intercession of the saints. "Being more closely united to Christ, those who dwell in heaven 

fix the whole Church more firmly in holiness.... They do not cease to intercede with the Father for 

us, as they proffer the merits which they acquired on earth through the one mediator between God 

and men, Christ Jesus.... So by their fraternal concern is our weakness greatly helped."  

Do not weep, for I shall be more useful to you after my death and I shall help you then more 

effectively than during my life.  

I want to spend my heaven in doing good on earth. 

 

 9. What does the catechism say that the saints in heaven are doing?  

10. On what basis can they offer these prayers? 

962 "We believe in the communion of all the faithful of Christ, those who are pilgrims on earth, the 

dead who are being purified, and the blessed in heaven, all together forming one Church; and we 

believe that in this communion, the merciful love of God and his saints is always [attentive] to our 

prayers" (Paul VI, CPG # 30). 

11. According to the above works, what do both God and the saints do for us in heaven? 

1476 We also call these spiritual goods of the communion of saints the Church's treasury, which is 

"not the sum total of the material goods which have accumulated during the course of the centuries. 

On the contrary the 'treasury of the Church' is the infinite value, which can never be exhausted, 

which Christ's merits have before God. They were offered so that the whole of mankind could be set 

free from sin and attain communion with the Father. In Christ, the Redeemer himself, the 

satisfactions and merits of his Redemption exist and find their effficacy.” 

1477 "This treasury includes as well the prayers and good works of the Blessed Virgin Mary. They 

are truly immense, unfathomable, and even pristine in their value before God. In the treasury, too, 

are the prayers and good works of all the saints, all those who have followed in the footsteps of 

Christ the Lord and by his grace have made their lives holy and carried out the mission the Father 

entrusted to them. In this way they attained their own salvation and at the same time cooperated in 

saving their brothers in the unity of the Mystical Body." 
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12. How is it possible to obtain forgiveness by praying to the saints? What does this do to the 

doctrine of justification? 

1674 Besides sacramental liturgy and sacramentals, catechesis must take into account the forms of 

piety and popular devotions among the faithful. the religious sense of the Christian people has 

always found expression in various forms of piety surrounding the Church's sacramental life, such 

as the veneration of relics, visits to sanctuaries, pilgrimages, processions, the stations of the cross, 

religious dances, the rosary, medals, etc. 

1676 Pastoral discernment is needed to sustain and support popular piety and, if necessary, to purify 

and correct the religious sense which underlies these devotions so that the faithful may advance in 

knowledge of the mystery of Christ. Their exercise is subject to the care and judgment of the bishops 

and to the general norms of the Church. 

At its core the piety of the people is a storehouse of values that offers answers of Christian 

wisdom to the great questions of life. the Catholic wisdom of the people is capable of 

fashioning a vital synthesis.... It creatively combines the divine and the human, Christ and 

Mary, spirit and body, communion and institution, person and community, faith and 

homeland, intelligence and emotion. This wisdom is a Christian humanism that radically 

affirms the dignity of every person as a child of God, establishes a basic fraternity, teaches 

people to encounter nature and understand work, provides reasons for joy and humor even in 

the midst of a very hard life. For the people this wisdom is also a principle of discernment 

and an evangelical instinct through which they spontaneously sense when the Gospel is 

served in the Church and when it is emptied of its content and stifled by other interests. 

 

13. What practices fall into the category of “popular piety”? 

14. What does the caution about “pastoral discernment” imply about these practices? 

15. Can you think of any current examples of popular piety from your knowledge of Catholicism? 

16. What concerns should a Lutheran today have with these acts of piety? 


